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After what had become the longest trial in Guatemalan history, a three-judge panel handed down
light sentences in the Xaman massacre case to 25 paramilitaries convicted of killing indigenous
villagers in 1995. The sentences have prompted renewed calls among human rights groups for an
end to impunity.
A court in Coban, capital of Alta Verapaz department, sentenced the paramilitaries to prison terms
of four and five years for the deaths of 11 villagers in the community of Aurora 8 de Octubre located
on the Xaman farm, department of Alta Verapaz. The paramilitaries entered the community in
October 1995 and opened fire on the villagers who were celebrating the first anniversary of their
return from a refugee camp in Mexico.
The trial became a focus of conflict as witnesses said they were intimidated and observers reported
irregular courtroom procedures, lost evidence, and flaws in the investigation. The first team of
prosecutors resigned in October 1998, accusing the attorney general's office of hindering their work.
The first panel of judges was dismissed after two were accused of taking bribes from the military
(see EcoCentral, 1998-10-22). The soldiers' defense was that the villagers invited them in to settle a
dispute then attacked them.
But a report by the UN human rights verification team in Guatemala (MINUGUA) contradicted that
claim and said the evidence showed that at least four villagers were shot in cold blood (see NotiSur,
1995-10-27). Lt. Camilio Antonio Lacan Chaclan, who led the patrol, and 11 other soldiers were
sentenced to five years for homicide, while 13 others received four-year sentences for complicity in
the killings.
Prosecutors had asked for conviction on the much harsher charge of murder, which would have
carried life sentences. The four years already served will count toward fulfilling the sentences
and the remaining time may be commuted by payment of US$0.66 per day. The sentences were
read in a closely guarded courtroom as friends and relatives of the paramilitaries had been
demonstrating, demanding release of the defendants. Supporters in the courtroom shouted "down
with communism."
Survivors of the massacre and their supporters did not attend out of fear for their safety. Human
rights advocates expressed disappointment at the sentences, saying the outcome of the trial and the
atmosphere of intimidation proved that impunity had triumphed over human rights.
Blanca Hernandez, leader of the Asociacion de Familiares de Detenidos Desaparecidos de
Guatemala (FAMDEGUA), said Xaman was a clear case of soldiers firing on unarmed civilians.
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 2

LADB Article Id: 54193
ISSN: 1089-1560

"If this [sentence] happens with low-ranking soldiers, what can we expect in cases where higher
ranks are implicated?" she said. "The verdict was the fruit of a deal between the judges and the
army," said Estela Lopez, legal advisor to the Fundacion Rigoberta Menchu, which supported the
prosecution. She called on the prosecutors to appeal the sentences. A spokesperson for the army
said it was satisfied with the verdict and that the army "is very respectful of the laws." (Sources:
Notimex, 08/13/99; Agence France-Presse, 08/14/99; Associated Press, 08/15/99).
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